The current &dquo;poverty line,&dquo; as recently developed by the Social Security Administration, is defined as $3,130 annual income for a nonfarm family of four and $1,850 for an elderly couple. I Those below that line are poor; those above it are somehow able to carry on without being the special object of social policy.
The new poverty definition has been greeted with almost universal acclaim by students of poverty, since it overcomes many of the failings of earlier definitions. It is a variable measure, adjusted for family size, age, geographical region and urban or farm residence. Furthermore, it is based on an explicit methodology, rather than on an arbitrary or impressionistic standard, such as the $3,000 line for a family of four widely used by the Council of Economic Advisors and many independent researchers.
Unfortunately, both as a measure of &dquo;poverty&dquo; and as a guide to social policy, this minimum nonpoverty income figure has severe weaknesses. Its data do not conform to the conditions imposed by its explicit assumptions, and hence, is deceptive as a measure of well-being. Its implicit assumptions about the life conditions of the poor are unrealistic. It uses data which appear to be inaccurate and thereby greatly understate the poverty income levels that its methodology would otherwise yield. And finally, since its methodology is insensitive to the range of expenditure needs of the poor, its income figures are inadequate for nonpoverty living.
These harsh conclusions are all the more distressing because of their novelty. So few of the policy makers concerned with poverty have neither analyzed the life situation of the poor, nor explored the implications of &dquo;poverty definitions&dquo; on social, policy.
The main assumption on which the Social Security Administration poverty index rests is that:
. for individuals, as for nations, ... the proportion of income ' allottedtothe &dquo;necessaries,&dquo; and in particular to food, is an indicator of economic well-being.2
Accordingly, the government's procedure in determining a poverty index is to calculate the costs of a food plan-in this case the &dquo;economy diet plan&dquo;-and then to take a multiple of that cost representing the prevailing proportion of food-to-total expenditure in the general population. This procedure makes sense only if the food allotment is in fact adequate to meet dietary needs. The &dquo;economy plan&dquo; is not an adequate diet; it is underpriced in terms of need and, hence, is deceptive as a basis of economic well-being. The economy diet was developed by the Department of Agriculture as a guide for &dquo;temporary or emergency use when funds are low.&dquo; It is a downward modification of the &dquo;low cost plan, &dquo; the minimum diet consistent .with the food preferences of the lowest third of the population and adequate to avoid basic nutritional deficiencies.3 The economy diet was established because the low-cost plan cost more than public welfare agencies were allotting assistance recipients, and a plan was needed that would serve as a diet guide within the range of assistance payments. 4 The economy diet, pure and simple, is a deficiency diet that exists only because of a deficiency in the public's willingness to maintain assistance payments at the minimum necessary level.
In effect, the use of this economy plan as a measure of the minimum nonpoverty income says that a family living just above this level is still in an emergency situation that should not be maintained over time. To Table 2 ). The final and ultimately most serious problem with this index is that it is inadequate. The food-to-income ratio as a measure of well-being assumes that the expenditure distribution pattern derived from the ratio will be adequate to meet minimum needs at any income level. This assumption is questionable.
Any food-to-total expenditure ratio, derived from aggregate expenditure patterns, is likely to be too high at low income levels. Consumer durables (particularly appliances and furniture) and clothing available at the minimum nonpoverty budget level are of lower quality; they need more frequent repair and replacement. Lower housing quality has the same effect. Thus, low-income people have added costs of property maintenance and replacement not applicable to higher-income purchasers of higher-quality goods. These problems faced by lowincome people require a relative increase in nonfood expenditures, or a downward adjustment in the ratio of food to total-expenditures when it is applied at low-income levels.
A basic need of any family is for contingency resources. In upper-income groups, this presents little problem: More absolute funds are available for discretionary purchases, and adjustments in consumption allocations are possible without reducing any consumption category to the level of privation. In low-income groups, however, with one-third irreducible allocation for food, the absolute amounts available may be insufficient to allow any readjustments for contingencies.
Even more problematic, the absolute funds available in a low-income budget may be insufficient to meet the minimum costs of other irreducible necessities such as housing, clothing and medical care. Given the available supply of goods and prevailing price levels, the absolute budget amounts may not be sufficient to meet minimum family needs, or even to gain access to the supply at all. Thd absolute income and expenditure requirements of the &dquo;modest but adequate&dquo; City Worker's Family Budget calculated by the Bureau of Labor Statistics suggest this may be so (see Table 4 ). Taking only the CWFB figures for rent of nondeteriorated housing, below-average utility costs, and medical care, and adding the economyplan food costs and a minimum income/Social Security tax adjustment leaves only $400 a year for all other expenses. Existing expenditure patterns for low-income families demonstrate the extreme inadequacy of this figure (see Table 3 ).
The failure to determine and calculate the actual costs of the necessary goods and serve ices for a minimum nonpoverty living standard ties the poverty definition to a food standard. The poverty budget is really a food-maintainence budget-and a deficient one at that. It 7.4 percent, suggesting a rough adjustment (discounting intercity variation) in the CWFB to $W>54-$E¡596 and in the retired couple budget to $ZB33-$3,612. Table 4 gives these two budgets for selected cities. Table 5 indicates the relative position of the various cities for which the city worker's budget was computed.. Table 6 The content of this budget is derived from an analysis of consumer expenditures. The quantities are determined by a &dquo;quantity-income elasticity method.&dquo;
In this technique, the quantities of various items purchased at successive income levels are examined to determine the income level at which the rate of increase in quantities purchased begins to decline in relation to the rate of change in income, i, e., the point of maximum elasticity. The average numbers and kinds of items purchased at these income levels are the quantities specified in the budget. This Other cost items and taxes ($758): Occupational expenses include dues to union, business or professional association, special clothing or equipment that might be required for work ($28 
